Chapter 8:
Carlshad Cavernsin the Post-War Era

By the end of World War |1, Carlshad Caverns had become an important
tourist destination for Americans. It enjoyed aspecid symbolism with the widest swath
of the nationd public, a resonance that remained steady in a changing American culture.
A trip to Carlsbad embodied the most attractive dimensions of post-war American
dreams: the freedom and meansto travel in pursuit of persona objectives, in this case
the ability to vist a much-acclaimed wonder. The windshield stickersthat Ray V. Davis
created became bumper stickers that touted the Carlshad experience, markers of
participation in the affluence and optimism that served as the basis for post-war
America s transformation.”

The Park Service matured after World War 11, relinquishing its claim asthe
primary federa agency in the West for a comfortable position within the federd
bureaucracy asfirst the Bureau of Reclamation and later the departments of Defense
and Energy dominated the regiona scene. With enormous bipartisan support for its
development gods— including a decade-long capita development program between
1956 and 1966 called M1SSION 66, the growing importance of recreation as an
activity, and aclear link between nationd park vigitation and patriotic feing and
participation, the Park Service moved far from itsroots. The agency professondized in
anumber of remarkable ways. The large number of Gl Bill-educated scientists who
joined the agency in the 1950s and 1960s changed its entire tenor. Before 1945, the
Park Service was an organization dominated by landscape architects. It then became
firdt an agency led by scientists, and later a people-management agency in which law
enforcement became the primary objective.
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190 Carlshad Cavernsin the Post-War Era

The agency and its god's dso became paliticized in new ways in the post-war era. This
trend started in an innocuous fashion, but soon externd politica Situations determined the
patterns it would follow. The replacement of George Hartzog, Jr., acareer Park Service
employee, as director after Richard M. Nixon's éection in 1972 with campaign operative
Ronad Waker sgnded anew kind of agency politics. The directorship had never been a
political post; Walker's gppointment dtered the intellectud terrain for the people who made up
the core of the agency. They had dways regarded the Park Service asinsulated from political
machinations. Walker’' s gppointment inaugurated a decade-long shift that |eft many career
employees confused and dispirited.

Ancther dimension to the Park Service' s politicization occurred in the process of adding
new parks. The agency historically experienced great control over the choice of areas for
incluson in the system. This held even beyond the short-lived Walker directorship. Rardly were
nationd park areas of any significance proclaimed without the agency’ s support, with Congress
and the Department of the Interior showing greet trust in agency standards. A dramétic change
in how park areas were established took shape beginning in the middle of the 1970. U.S.
Representative A. Philip Burton of Cdlifornia s Fifth Digtrict began to use parks as part of
omnibus bills to assure the support of otherwise recacitrant congressond representatives. This
practice, called “ park-barreling,” reached an gpex in omnibus billsin 1978 and 1980, adding a
sgnificant number of parks without agency input and, in Some Stuations, over strenuous agency
objections.” By 1980, the Park Service struggled for control of the park establishment process,
aterrain crucid to the agency’ s sense of identity and well-being.

Againgt this backdrop, Carlsbad Caverns National Park rose to a pinnacle, but by
1980, the beginning of a problematic future became apparent. In the great expansive post-war
moment — the “ Great Aberration” of prosperity that began shortly after the end of World War 11
and continued until the combination of pogt-Vietnam War inflation and the Organization of
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) oil embargo in 1974 initiated a twenty-two-year
declinein thered vaue of wages — Carlsbad Caverns represented the attainment of American
idedls. Itsrole as geologic curiosity expanded into a designation as a mid-century wonder. In
1903, Theodore Roosevelt said of the Grand Canyon: “It is a place that every American, if he
can travel, should see.” By the 1970s, Carlsbad Caverns had joined that category for the
broader, automobile-based traveling public. It had become an indicator of belonging to the
expanding middle class, aste that Americans had to seeif only to think of themsdvesas
enjoying the fruits of post-war society’s opulence.”
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After World War 11, Carlsbad Caverns underwent a series of transformations that
redefined what visitors experienced when they came to the great caverns dong the Permian
Uplift. The Park Service now framed its wonders differently. The showmanship that often
characterized early park interpretation had been superseded by the more serious efforts of the
Education Divison. Increasingly, the Park Service sought to use the nationd parksto convey
the kinds of positive sentiments about American society and progress that characterized the
world sfairs of the pre-World War | era. National parks became a mass experience, coveted
by the American maingtream. By the 1950s, automobile travelers with two weeks each year of
vacation who chose to experience the nation through its parks, amost dways with their children
in tow, looked to the Park Service to make their visitor experience culturaly aswell as
emationdly uplifting.

As the emphasis on education grew in the Park Service and as national parks came to represent
aform of affirmation of U.S. life in the post-war period, the range of offerings that agency leadership
would tolerate narrowed. Since its inception, the Park Service strove to be regarded as serious, but
there was dways allittle of the snake-oil sdlesmanship in the agency’s makeup, especidly a smdler and
more remote parks. In part, such promotion-oriented people were attracted to the agency; in part,
surviva at aremote park depended on making it important. As aresult, the agency tolerated arange of
practices that might not always have fit within the guiddines of written policies. Curtalling these became
apriority in the professondizing climate of the post-war era.

At Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park, Thomas Boles remained the superintendent until 1946. He
represented the older Park Service, one of the generalized jacks- of-dl-trades who would do anything
for their parks, often without going through channels or consulting agency policy. The inveterate Boles
was the consummate showman. He never met aform of media he could not embrace. Throughout the
1930s, he found himsdif in trouble with Horace Albright and the Washington, D.C., office of the Park
Sarvice, but with the division of the agency into regionsin 1935 and New Ded money and programs
dominating agency attention, Boles was able to remain in his capecity at Carlsbad Caverns with little
oversght well into the 1940s. As did many superintendents on the peripheries, Boles learned to do just
enough required paperwork to keep out of trouble with his superiors. AsWorld War |1 escalated, more
vexing problems such as maintenance, resources, and workpower dominated the horizons of the Park
Service, and Boles retained a remarkable degree of independence.

One issue impaed Thomas Boles between the Nationa Park Service' s past and its future: the
Rock of Ages ceremony he routinely offered on his cavern tours. Boles inssted on guided tours of the
caverns long after it ceased to be feasible; he wanted two tours aday, at 10:00 am. and 1:00 p.m., SO
that he personally could offer visitors the benefit of his expertise. The crowds were often huge —
numbering as many as 600 — and Boles' winning persondity and flamboyance kept them captivated.
To promote the park, Boles was purported to break off stalagmites from rock formations and pass
them out to tour visitors. Park Service observers cringed when they heard of this practice and Boles
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was ordered to stop.® The Rock of Ages ceremony was the zenith of his tour, the moment that visitors
anticipated with excitement. Boles would stop atour group in “anaturd amphitheater facing a huge
gdagmite — the Rock of Ages, said to be the oldest in the world,” Ford Sibley wrote in one tour
account used by the Southern Pacific Railroad in its promotions. At the Rock of Ages formation, Boles
asked vigtorsto St. As he waited, people put out their cigarettes and shushed their children. The
whispering soon stopped. Boles thanked everyone for coming to Carlsbad Caverns, and offered atalk
that was part fantasy, part fiction, and pure hyperbole. “Many years ago, three or four distinguished
geologists met at the base of that formation, computed its volume and estimated its age,” Bolestold his
audience. “And fittingly chose the name Rock of Ages.” He cautioned them that when the cavern lights
went out they would be in total and complete darkness for the first time in their lives. * Asthelights
dimmed, Sibley said, “A solid blackness covered everything. | peered around and waved my hand
before my eyes. There was no sensation of sght at al. | was done, underground, and totally blind.”
After what seemed forever, but Sibley later decided was less than aminute, asmall glow appeared. “I
could hear the Rangers Snging. And as the light advanced up the Big Room, jumping from rock to rock
and wall to wall, the music swelled louder: *Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me” When the song reached its
loudest, the lights were full on again and the Big Room was bright as day.” Boles then finished histalk,
saying: “1 know in my mind that the heavens above can’t be any more beautiful than the Carlsbad
Caverns of New Mexico.””

The Rock of Ages ceremony hung between the enthusiastic past of the Park Service and its
increasngly professond future. In many ways, so did Boles. When Jm White, Ray Davis, and others
firg attracted public interest to the cavern, they promoted it in a manner that anticipated Boles. The
superintendent was only the most skilled practitioner, one more conversant with the needs of the nation
among a group that loved the caverns and would do anything to attract attention to it. Of them, only
Boles even nodded toward the NPS concept of standards. By the 1940s, the flashy approach was
passe, even embarrassing for an agency moving rapidly toward professonaization. With specidization
becoming common in the aftermath of the New Ded and an entire generation of the post-war college
educated, often returning veterans funded by the G.1. Bill, the Park Service regarded its activitieswith
greater seriousness than before. The centrdizing of authority that the New Ded promoted was aso
reflected in the agency, dthough asthe Park Service professondized, sandardization became a
watchword.?

Bolesfound himsdf in a complicated postion. Facing much negative attention from Albright
during the 1930s, he learned how to function with maximum autonomy within a growing bureaucracy.
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Boles became adept at doing just enough of the routine adminigtrative work to avoid scrutiny from
superiors. He gave up none of the prerogetives of the old Park Service, where superintendents had
enormous control over their domain. In some ways, Boles' autonomy remained problematic. The culture
of the agency supported this entrepreneuria, Progressive-era style, dthough not aways to the extent
that Boles pushed it. Thelonger an individua had been associated with the Park Service, the easier it
wasto look at Boles and see a cheerful anachronism that could be allowed to continue. Aslong asthe
direct line of successon from Mather to Albright to Cammerer continued, complaints about Boles were
redtricted to his limited administrative repertoire. With the ascent of Newton B. Drury, the former
president of the Save-the-Redwoods League, to the directorship in 1941, Boles' position began to
deteriorate.

The Rock of Ages ceremony became the test case for anew professona Park Service ethic.
From the Educationa Divison to the scientists, agency leaders regarded the cavern ceremony asthe
worst the Park Service could offer. The growth of professonaism made Boles and his show
anachronigtic. Since the inception of the Educationa Divison in the 1930s, agency |eaders made the
commitment to use the nationd parks to uplift the public, not titillate or pander. The efforts to make
vigtor responses to the Grand Canyon intellectua rather than emotiond offered one end of this
spectrum. The congruction of the Jefferson National Expanson Memorid in &. Louis, which
commemorated a hard past in a hard time, presented the other. Nowhere in between could be tolerated
aritud the Park Service regarded as blatantly low brow as the Rock of Ages ceremony.

Boles problems with the Rock of Ages Ceremony began with the ever-inquisitive Horace M.
Albright, by the early 1940s afixture with U.S. Potash and a frequent visitor to the Carlsbad area. The
former NPS director had never been entirely comfortable with the level of sdeshow at Carlsbad
Caverns Nationa Park, but over the years he had grown to appreciate Boles. The combination of
Bales, Charles White, and Jm White had aways made him anxious. During the 1930s, the thought of
Bolesin particular often made Albright cringe. Nor could Albright leave the Park Service and smply let
go. Despite hislong and successful career outside the agency, in his mind he never redlly left. The Park
Service had been his formative experience, the place where he learned the privileges and responsibilities
of power. It remained close to his heart. His congtant siream of |etters both enlightened and vexed
successors well into the 1970s. Until the mid-1950s, Albright retained considerable palitica influence
from his venerated tenure and his close rel ationships with Republicans and Democrats dike. The same
adiute maneuvering that so benefitted the Park Service during Albright’ s years with the agency made him
acongtant and sometimes sharply critical observer from the outside.™

Carlshad Caverns Nationa Park had never been everything it should to Horace Albright, and
from his postion at U.S. Potash, he staged an ongoing campaign to bring it up to hisinssted standards.
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In many ways, he sngled out Carlshad Caverns Nationd Park. He knew of itsidiosyncracies from his
days as director and the potash mines in the Carlsbad area brought him consistently closer to the park
than to many others. His ongoing laments to the often ineffectua Cammerer and the activist Drury
reveded hisfears. “It isregrettable,” Albright wrote in 1942, “that [Charley] White. . . has permitted a
great number of old buildings to stand aong the road with the roofs off and windows and doors out.”
The entrance to the park needed marking to differentiate it from White's camp, he recommended.
Smilar Stuations provided some of Albright’s most difficult moments as director; from outside the
agency, he regarded them with even less dacrity.™

After the 1930s, when Albright harshly criticized Boles, the former director softened. The
context of World War 11 and the need to lift civilian and military morae increased Albright's
gopreciation of Boles gifts, and only someone of far lessinventiveness than Albright could dismiss the
enormous good Boles accomplished with the superintendent’ s fundamenta overzealousness. A 1942
letter revedled Albright’s new appreciation. Not only had the cavern trails never been in better
condition, he wrote, but the lunchroom was clean and the service good. Carlsbad Cavernsfilled the
function of parks during wartime, becoming a place that symbolized nationd solidarity, sacrifice, and
patriotism. For Albright, far more susceptible during the war to the pull of emotion than he had been as
director, the Rock of Ages ceremony, performed for military personne completing training at the
Carlsbad airbase, was now an inspiring moment.* The tough Albright showed amore flexible side,
condoning a practice that he found questionable under different circumstances.

The Park Service moved to become more professond even under the difficult Situations of war.
Drury played a significant role. He was the first true preservationist to take the reins of the agency and
the first from a professiona conservation background. He aso opposed grandstanding in any form,
inggting that the nationa parks offer a solemn, educationa experience. The early directors wielded great
power, and wartime limitations enhanced Drury’ s position. Drury did not share Albright’s new
perspective on Boles and the Rock of Ages ceremony, and when a parade of visitor complaints during
the war highlighted management problems at Carlsbad, Drury moved to bring the park in line with his
vison of the agency.*®

The rash of visitor complaints revealed two mgor categories of problems to acommittee led by
regiond naturaist Natt N. Dodge and including landscape architect Charles Kell and assistant park
superintendent John H. “Jack” Diehl. Visitors regarded park facilities as inadequate. They complained
about everything from the long wait for the elevator to the lack of a comfortable areato wait before the
tour began. Even more sgnificant, the complaints focused on problems of service and people
management. Vistors fet that rangersimpinged on their ability to enjoy the park. Guides were cdled

" Horace M. Albright to Newton B. Drury, November 18, 1942, NA, RG 79, Series 7, Carlsbad Caverns
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“officious” and “discourteous,” heresy within the culture of the Park Service. Some vigitors referred to
the guides techniques for crowd management as “ herding.”** In a park renowned for its visitor service
located in an agency obsessed with public rdations, such a situation demanded quick attention.

The solutions to such problems were relaively obvious, but they led to questions about the need
for certain kinds of programs. Some problems could be addressed in the short term; these involved the
park practices of agency personnd and visitor management. Larger problems, such as questions of
fadilities and access pointed out earlier by Albright, would have to wait until resources for devel opment
could again be found at the end of the war. Of dl the problems, Dodge and his committee regarded the
herding of vistors asthe mogt telling, but resolvable within the exigting practices of the park. In addition,
the rangers practice of chalenging visitors by suggesting thet riding the elevator out of the canyon was
only for “Ssses’ needed to come to an immediate end.”

Director Newton B. Drury did not agree. The most closely tied to the ethic of preservation of
any Park Service leader, Drury envisioned a more sedate, more educational form of interpretation at
Carlshad Caverns Nationa Park. With input from Ned Burns, chief of the Park Service' s Museum
Division, who judged the Rock of Ages ceremony “ a cheap theatrica quadity out of harmony with the
natura beauty of the Caverns %4 Which arbitrarily limited the number of tripsinto the Caverns” Drury
halted the ceremony. “We do not favor the Rock of Ages ceremony,” he wrote Regiond Director
Minor R. Tillotson in 1944, “Especidly do we object to the orientation of the program of cave trips
around this ceremony ¥4 Artificid intrusonsin the cavern must be held to an assolute minimum.” Unlike
Dodge, Drury regarded the problemsin the caverns as results of existing practices. The emphasis of
interpretation needed to change, the director believed, and in a September 12, 1944 memorandum he
ordered a provisona end to the Rock of Ages ceremony. The ceremony was officdly discontinued
December 5, 1944.'

Drury emerged as the great opponent of the Rock of Ages ceremony, but Albright’s past
criticism of the park drew Drury’s attention to it. Albright had made his peace with concepts such asthe
Rock of Ages ceremony. From his businessman’s perspective and under the circumstances of the war,
he could see its Sgnificance. Albright feared the mundane; in aworld in flames and with a nearby military
presence, there was little band about any inspirationa moment. Drury focused on the forms and nature
of what had become a park ritud. Although he surdly recognized its spiritud vaue, Drury regarded the
Rock of Ages ceremony as the source from which each of the park’ s management problems stemmed.
Drury was prescient. The complaints of visitors about the way they were “herded” dl pointed to the

“ Natt N. Dodge, Memorandum for the Regional Director, Region Three, September 22, 1943, NA, RG 79,
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practices that the Rock of Ages ceremony made necessary: the large and intermittent tours, the
crowded “bottlenecking,” and the long waits al resulted from the way the ceremony was offered. To
Drury, by the end of 1944 envisioning a post-war future with much grester levels of vidtation, such
practices were anachronistic at best and more likely counterproductive. With Ickes support — Drury
was Ickes hand-picked choice for Park Service leadership — the experimenta end to the ceremony
became permanent.’”’

The decision to end the Rock of Ages ceremony produced one of the most consistent and long-
lived bursts of public opposition that the Park Service experienced prior to the 1960s. There had
aways been opponents of nationa parks and of the Park Service — loca interests and even powerful
politicians such as Raph Henry Cameron, the Republican senator from Arizona who created trouble for
the agency over the Grand Canyon during the 1920s. What set gpart the firestorm that followed the
termination of the Rock of Ages ceremony wasthat it came from friends of the Park Service. A range of
people, including Secretary Ickes and New Mexico's Democratic senators Dennis Chavez and Carl
Hatch received complaints — from ministers, businessmen, ordinary travelers, and dmost every other
condgtituency among the respectable in America'® The people who supported the agency since the days
of Stephen T. Mather spoke; they wanted the Rock of Ages ceremony, no matter what Drury and
othersin the agency thought.

Carlshad Caverns provided a different experience than watching Old Faithful erupt, seeing the
view from Mather Point, viewing Tower Fdls, or even gazing a El Capitan in Y osemite Nationd Park.
It had more in common with feeding bearsin other parks, thought Natt Dodge, an activity that stressed
the individual visitor more than the festure itsalf.*® To the many who protested the end of the Rock of
Ages ceremony, the event, not the cavern itself, was the most powerful memory of their experience. The
ceremony made their trip specid. Here was meaning and sgnificance, emotion and feding rolled into
one. Here was nature subordinate to human imagination and manipulation, a wondrous place made
sgnificant not by a sophisticated and discrete template as in faux historic communities such as Santa Fe,
New Mexico, but by brazen and direct orchestration that appealed to the most meaningful and at the
same time most contrived emotions Americans possessed. The Rock of Ages possessed a poignancy
that moved people, especidly during World War 11. It provided solemn testimony that there was a
spiritud dimension to life a atime when tempora concerns dominated everything.
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Boles played avishblerole in the opposition to ending the Rock of Ages ceremony. He had
spent more than fifteen years cultivating the southwestern public and when he asked for afavor — a
|etter, a newspaper editoria, or even atelephone cal — few who remembered his generogity with his
time and availahility for their functions said no. In this, Boles worked against agency policy — subtly
and behind the scenes, but not so discretely that the Washington, D.C., office did not recognize Boles
hand behind at least some of the opposition. Boles' network centered around civic organizations such as
chambers of commerce, Kiwanis clubs, and newspapers. These sources provided an inordinate amount
of the opposition, with the Carlsbad Chamber of Commercein the lead. E. T. Scoyen, an associate
regiond director in the Santa Fe office of the Park Service, brought one such example to the attention of
agency leaders. Early in 1946, the Santa Fe Kiwanis Club, where Scoyen served as treasurer and Natt
Dodge was secretary, received arequest from the Carlsbad chapter asking for aresolution in favor of
reviving the ceremony. “We shdl do everything in our power to kegp them taking any action in the
matter,” Scoyen wrote Drury. Scoyen and Dodge succeeded, but Boles' dlegiance to the agency
became suspect.”

Changesin NPS policy and procedures offered another reason to curtall Boles' activities. The
post-war Park Service quickly developed a pattern of transferring most superintendents every three
years, in no smdl part to counteract the enormous proprietary interest in individua parksthat longtime
officids developed. The longtime superintendent of Southwestern National Monuments, Frank Pinkley,
had been the first and most grandiose example; he regarded dl the southwestern national monuments as
his parks. Other long-serving superintendents became smilarly attached to individud parks, asdid
Boles, sometimes subgtituting persond or regiond standards for agency policy. Frequent transfers
promoted professionalism, and few cases begged for it more than Boles. After nearly twenty years at
Carlsbad Caverns, Boles and the park were closely identified, too closely so, some said. Persistent
rumors that Boles could not resist intermittently offering the Rock of Ages ceremony did not help
relations with his superiors. His efforts to foster regiona outrage such as Scoyen detected sedled Boles
fate. On June 8, 1946, Boles was transferred to the superintendency of Hot Springs National Park in
Hot Springs,

% E. T. Scoyen, Confidential Memo to the Director, March 7, 1946; E. T. Scoyen, Confidential Memo to the
Director, March 12, 1946; Victor Minter to Secretary of the Interior, June 25, 1945, NA, RG 79, Series 7, Carlsbad
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Arkansas, where Boles had closeties. In an unusud switch, Hot Springs Superintendent Donald
Libbey replaced Boles. The change in leadership went even further, removing others who were tied to
Boles regime. Longtime Carlsbad Caverns Assistant Superintendent Jack Diehl was promoted to the
regiond office in Santa Fe as a planner, while William E. Branch, who had been superintendent at
Petrified Forest Nationa Park, stepped into the assistant superintendent’ s position. “ Thank you,
Colond Bolesfor ajob well done,” an editorid in the Carlsbad Daily Current-Argus closed, pointing
out Boles affinity for making friends for himsdf and promoting the park a the same time. Boles
departure deprived supporters of the Rock of Ages ceremony of their enthusiasm. Although public
complaints continued for some time, they ceased to be from community leaders across the Southwest
and came dmost exclusvely from repest vistors who remembered the ceremony from an earlier trip.
Written complaints became a rarity. The superintendent’ s report noted the firgt “in many amonth” in
September 1947.%* Without Boles to organize opposition, the change became permanent as memory of
the ceremony diminished.

The struggle over the Rock of Ages ceremony typified the nature of turmoil between the park
and its neighbors in the post-war era. During thistime, the Park Service professondized a an
accderating pace. In the new agency, a consummeate showman such as Tom Boles became an
anachronism. The Park Service developed a new, often science- and education-driven set of priorities,
especidly after the early 1950s, when those trained under the auspices of the GI Bill sought employment
in the agency and brought new intdlectud skills with them. This move toward science was best
exemplified in documents such as the Leopold report of 1963, which clearly showed the influence of
professona scientists — abeit an attitude tinged with a hedlthy romanticism. In avaue system that
preferred education in aneoclassical sense to the entertainment of the firefal a Y osemite or Carlsbad's
Rock of Ages Ceremony, struggles between the agency and the local — and sometimes regiona —
public were sure to ensue.

MISSION 66, the enormous decade-long capital development program begun in 1956 to
revamp the nationd parksin time for the fiftieth anniversary of the Park Service s founding, o played
adggnificant role in diminating idiosyncracies that made Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park out of the
ordinary within the park system. Many of the differences between Carlsbad and other parks slemmed
from the incredible need for resources to administer the caverns. The

2 «Carlshad’s Loss,” Carlsbad Daily Current-Argus, April 28, 1946; Superintendent’s Monthly Report, May
1946, Carlshad Caverns National Park Library; Superintendent’s Monthly Report, September 1947, Carlsbad Caverns
Nationa Park Library.
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combination of specidized activity such as caving, the need for an innumerable number of guides
and rangers, and the large physical plant required to run the park led to expedient procedures when
resources were scarce. Under MISSION 66 the Park Service usually received what it asked for, and
the excuses for idiosyncratic practices disgppeared not only at Carlsbad Caverns, but throughout the
park system. Even the most remote parks received full-fledged physicd plants, temporarily reducing
management problems to questions of personnd .

Carlsbad Caverns reached a pinnacle of importance in the post-war eraas it became an
example of the bounty of being American. The park enjoyed enhanced symbolic meaning among alarge
segment of the American public. To those who found themsdves with the funds and the leisure time to
travel, the caverns were one of the places they selected to vist. With the time provided by the annud
two-week vacation that had become codified in customin the post-war era, larger numbers of vistors
flocked to thiswonder of the world. In it they saw awonder worthy of the mid-twentieth century, a
place that could both divorce them from the technological urban present of the 1950s and remind them
of the successes that made it possible for them to travel. For the expanding middle class, awash with
opportunity, Carlsbad Caverns was both familiar and different, something remarkable and tame at the
sametime. It awed successive generations in aupward spird of vigtation that began while Boleswasin
his last days at the park and continued through the Bicentennid of the Declaration of Independencein
1976.

The message it provided was anew kind of socid affirmation, much different from the culturaly
highbrow railroad travel of the turn of the twentieth century. After Boles, Carlsbad Caverns offered a
decidedly“middiebrow” experience; it gppeded to the best ingtincts of awide swath of the American
public, drawn to urban areas and made more affluent by World War 11 and the decade that followed.
The experience did not smack of hucksterism, especidly after Boles. There was nothing of turn-of-the-
century Coney Idand left at the park. Its tourism was democratic. The entire middle-class could easily
participate in it and it offered important ingghts into the nature of American life®* Mid-century
Americans had to see Carlsbad Caverns. It remained awonder and a curiosity, but the park had also
become an indicator of belonging to aforward-looking, sdf-referentia nation that took enormous pride
in its accomplishments.

% Foresta, America’s National Parks and Their Keepers, 80-94.
2 John Jakle, The Tourist in Twentieth-Century America (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985), 185-
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These factors combined to make Carlsbad Caverns National Park increasingly important in the
decades following World War I1. The park stood for the things Americans valued, represented their
ability to travel, and became a source of nationd pride. In this configuration, Carlshad Caverns became
acentra piece of the puzzle of identity for post-war Americans. It was one of the many symbols that
told them who they were and what was important about bearing the standard of the Free World.

Therise of Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park revealed a classic pattern in the American West.
Astourism grew in importance, a service industry subject to its own rhythms began to compete with
conventiond extractive industries, not only for economic preeminence, but aso for the region’s heart
and soul. Thisregiona economy, dependent on agriculture, ranching, and potash mining, added another
pillar, tourism. However, tourist work was different. To the people of southeastern New Mexico,
service work seemed ephemera and less important than other jobs, even demeaning. No one
“produced” anything; no steaks, no potash, No grapes, no airplane wings. For many, tied to the
framework of a production-oriented economy, reconciling this new form of economic activity with the
concept of “real” — that is productive — work proved difficult. Asit had to many who engaged in it
elsawhere in the West, tourist service seemed somehow secondary, not fully worthy of the efforts of the
region’s proud and independent people. Theincreasing reliance on service created a quandary, one that
many western regions shared.

Tourism was normally asink, a place to which production economies descended. But not here.
Despite southeastern New Mexico's history of successve Anglo- American economic regimes —
beginning with agriculture and ranching, proceeding to guano, oil and gasin the larger region, potash,
and military work — the turn to tourism came as aresult of externd factorsinstead of internd collgpse
that typified its embrace esawhere in the West. Unlike other places, which sought to manufacture a
reason for vistors to come, at Carlsbad Caverns, the caves provided infinite reasons within the cultura
boundaries of mid-century America. In this sense, tourism moved aongs de existing economic endeavor
in the trans- Pecos ingtead of replacing other ways of making aliving. This both smoothed the trangition
and made it more difficult for people to grasp the Sgnificance of the service economy.

The development of regiond infrastructure and the consstent increase in vistation promoted
economic development. Carlshad Caverns experienced great increasesin vigtation immediately after the
end of the war, as did most parks. Throughout 1946 and 1947, superintendents Boles and Libbey
reported continuous vigtation milestones: the largest annua
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total, the largest visitation in asingle day, the grestest monthly visitation total.” To meet the ever-
growing demand, the park needed improved facilities, the town of Carlshad more motel rooms and
restaurants, and the region better roads. The claim on resources to support such development came
from two sources: tourism and the oil and gas industry. Only these possessed sufficient importance to
attract outsde investment, either federa or private.

Transportation technologies also played asignificant role in further linking southeastern New
Mexico and the trans- Pecos with the rest of the nation. The network of nationa highways such as Route
66 and U.S. Highway 30 bardly sufficed during the 1930s and World War 11. The streams of postwar
travelers proved a need for greater highway capacity. The threat of the Cold War contributed gresatly to
the sense that highways had become even more important to national defense. As trucks replaced trains
asthe primary delivery system of goods, Americans became the best example of author Danie
Yeargin's* hydrocarbon man” — people dependent on ail, the remarkably cheap and seemingly infinite
fossl fud. In 1956, President Dwight D. Eisenhower sgned the Highway Act of 1956, which authorized
the congruction of 41,000 miles of interstate highways, initidly four-lane roads that eventualy spanned
the continent and made cross-country vehicular travel astaple of American mythology. % In the
nineteenth century the railroads began the process of connecting southeastern New Mexico and the
trans- Pecos to the rest of the country; hydrocarbon society completed its physical dimengions, findizing
the emergence of abroader, middle-class audience at Carlsbad Caverns and other places that could be
reached by road.

For Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park, the new highways that linked the nation began asa
promise and ended as acurse. Aslong as Carlsbad Caverns remained a destination — a place to which
people came instead of stopping and passing through — its remote location did not condtitute a liability.
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, people planned their vacations around a

% superintendent’ s Monthly Report, May 1946, Carlsbad Caverns National Park Library; Superintendent’s
Monthly Report, June 1946, Carlsbad Caverns National Park Library; Superintendent’s Monthly Report, August 1947,
Carlshad Caverns National Park Library; Superintendent’s Monthly Report, September 1947, Carlsbad Caverns
National Park Library.
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trip to the caverns. They came from both coasts and the Midwest, over a pastiche of roads, two-lane
and four-lane, to reach their destination. A steady march arrived in Carlsbad or White's City, sought
accommodations, and took atour through the caves as an integra part of being American. Asthe
interstate highway's reached completion, the patterns of American travel rapidly changed. The interstate
became the primary mode of cross-country travel, eclipsing two-lane roads and small towns so
completely that a best-sdlling nonfiction work in the early 1980s, William Least-Hesat Moon's Blue
Highways, was named after the anachronistic two-lane roads drawn in blue on most maps?’ In addition
to this physical change, new generations — first the children of the 1960s who threw out the exigting
symbols of American society, and their even more callous successors, the so-called Generation X,
rased on MTV — created their own symbols. Carlsbad Cavernslost ground in the constellation of
American wonders.

The transformation of travel patterns played a particularly significant role in the Southwest.
Regiona patterns of travel followed Route 66, “the highway that’s my way that' s the best,” as crooner
Bobby Troup immortaized it, asit wound from . Louisto the Pacific Coast. Construction of the
nationa highway began in 1926. Asthe road reached further into the Weg, it cameto fill afunction
amilar to that of the railroad. Like the railroad, the highway crested a culture; the expectations of people
within its influence were different than those beyond. After Route 66 reached Santa Monica Pier in
1938, it became a corridor on which travelers focused, fostering a culture tied to the people and goods
that came along the road that was largely independent of the world that surrounded it.?2

Trave conditions were aso different, although not to the degree that subsequent interstate
highways created. Along Route 66, amenities— by the standards of the day — abounded, including
gasoline gtations, restaurants, motor courts, and other respites for travelers. Beyond it, travelers took
their chances. Even the cross-country highways were two lanes a best; Route 66 acquired the moniker
“Bloody 66" as aresult of the enormous casudlty rate dong it.”® The difference between the two lanes of
amgor highway and those of amdler highways — as long as the latter was paved — was measured in
the volume of traffic. Aslong astha smilarity perssted, leaving Route 66 to see Carlshad Caverns did
not condtitute a psychic hardship, adiverson fromagod.

Z William Least-Heat Moon, Blue Highways: A Journey into America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
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The nature of motor travel remained idiosyncratic well after World War 11, enhancing the sense
of adventure that every automobile traveler experienced. Astravelers proceeded further west, they
found more appeding regionalisms, dl of which enhanced the sense of the act of traveling as part of the
adventure. Food offerings changed from barbecue to chili con carne and tamaes. Vistors were
attracted to the motor courts of places such as Albugquerque — with such names as the Coronado, the
Pueblo Bonita Court, and the Eldorado. With such enticing concepts at hand, atrip to the caverns
evoked the same imagery as did the main highways and people traveling Route 66 did not seem to mind
the distance out of the way that Carlsbad Cavernsrequired. In 1960, when the popular television show
Route 66 featured an episode at Carlsbad Caverns, the point was made. In the story, George Maharis
and Martin Milner, the show’ s two stars, took jobs at White's City to replenish their depleted finances
and find themselves trying to coax out a group who fear nuclear atack and have taken refugein the
caves. Despite being more than 200 miles from the actual Route 66, the show illusirated the cultural
centraity of Carlsbad Caverns. Continual promotion of El Paso by its Chamber of Commerce created a
road loop that travelers could take. These two- or three-day Sde trips had considerable appedl in a
culture accustomed to the concept of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad’ s Indian detours,
day- and overnight side tours departing from railroad depots and Fred Harvey hotels®

The transformation of Route 66 into Interstate 40 following 1960 inaugurated new and far more
complicated automobile travel patterns. The four-lane divided interstates physical construction and
speed of travel separated people from the landscapes through which they traveled. These highways
bypassed existing towns and other attractions; as did train passengers of a century before, interstate
drivers passed through the landscape, selectively engaging it and enjoying far greater control over their
experience than did drivers on two-lane highways. Interstate travelers could drive hundreds of miles
without stopping for ared light; they could eet a the chains of now-familiar restaurants perched adong
the highway’ s controlled exits and entrances. The interstates made auto travel into anationd experience
rather than alocal and regional one. The carcasses of towns the interstates passed by dotted the nation.

For Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park, the construction of interstate highways began along and
elaborate chipping away at the place of the park in nationa consciousness. As the premium on haste
replaced the languid leisurely vacations of earlier in the century and as the interstates centralized the flow
of cross-country traffic, progressvely fewer travelers ventured beyond the corridors created by these
highways. With speed limits as high as seventy miles per hour and traffic moving even more quickly by
the early 1970s, the interstate highway's provided araceway across the country. While places such as
the Grand Canyon — a little more than one hour from the interstate — retained and even enhanced their
audience, places farther away suffered. For Carlshad Caverns, dmost three hours from Interstate 40 to
the north and two-and-one-half hours from Interstate 10 at El Paso, the changesin travel patterns
presented a genuine chalenge.

%0« Carlshad Cavernsto be Used in National Television Show,” El Paso Times, November 10, 1960; Jakle,
The Tourist, 226-27.
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Another chalenge to vigtation cropped up in the changing nature of American entertainment and
the expectations of the young. For generations, rurd and small-town Americans had experienced
entertainment that came to them. It took many forms: traveling fairs and basebdl teams, movies, the
circus, and other features produced a culture that craved something, in some cases anything, out of the
ordinary as adiverson from humdrum daily life. When Ringling Brothers coined the phrase “ The
Greatest Show on Earth” to describeits traveling circus, most people in smal-town Americaessly
accepted the characterization. After World War 11, television appeared, dtering the formulas for
success on which traveling entertainment depended. Americans could stay home, and without paying,
experience a previoudy unimagined range of entertainment. Dramatic changes resulted. Americans
became more critical of the entertainment they saw in person, expecting more and becoming far less
easily impressed. Television dso portended an increasingly homogeneous America— in language, in
fashion, and in what its viewers regarded as worthy. These different factors combined to push Carlsbad
Caverns gently to the margins of the maingream.

The transformation was ironic. The same sorts of technologica innovations that made Carlsbad
Caverns more ble drew the attention of younger Americans away from the caverns. By the
1970s, when movies boasted arange of incredible adventuresfrom Planet of the Apesto 2001: A
Fpace Odyssey and television shows such as Lost in Space offered avison of the future that could —
and should — exist for Americans, the magic of Carlshad Caverns seemed lost on an increasingly
sedentary, urban public that mainly traveled by interstate highways. A wak through the caverns seemed
dated; television and movies routinely showed more spectacular scenes. To a culture that increasingly
had difficulty differentiating between the “red” and the contrived, the experience of being underground
among even the most spectacular natural formations had considerably less cachet and somehow seemed
lessimpressve than it had a generation before.

Ancther irony existed. During the two decades following World War 11, southesstern New
Mexico experienced consistent growth. New motelsin the town of Carlshad helped handle the growing
vigtation during the first thirty years after the war, and some people settled there as aresult of their
vigts. Retirees in search of the ubiquitous Sunbelt, where life was inexpensive and the weether mostly
stayed warm, aso flocked to the region, soon providing another pillar for the regional economy. Asthe
town’s primary feature, Carlsbad Caverns Nationa Park began to struggle for its place at the center of
the American mainstream, the service economy that the park represented played an increasingly
sgnificant role in southeastern New Mexico and the trans- Pecos.

This shift gppeared dowly and asif behind amask. Park vigitation continued to rise, and in
1960, the Carlsbad Current-Argus could crow that more than 9.5 million visitors had passed through
the caverns since it became a nationa park in 1930. Other factors contributed to the growth of aservice
economy in the region. New Mexico State University opened its first branch campusin Carlsbad in
1950 as the town’s population consstently grew. Following atypica pattern in the post-World War |1
West, Carlshad grew from 7,116 people in 1940 to 17,975 in 1950 and 25,541 in 1960. An airplane
factory in Carlsbad produced itsfirgt plane in 1960, the result of aloca $7 million bond issue, but this
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manufacturing endeavor remained more the exception than the rule®! The nods toward traditional forms
of economic activity — plants, manufacturing and Smilar light industry — effectively prevented the loca
community from recognizing its growing dependence on service endeavors such as the park.

Water availability buttressed traditiona economic activitiesin the region, and improvementsin
the ddivery system furthered the federal presence. A 1967 Bureau of Reclamation report advocated the
congtruction of anew dam to inundate McMillan Dam and Reservoir and replace it with alarger lake.
Located between McMillan and Avaon dams, the new structure woud eiminate the hazards that
plagued the Carlsbad project since the turn of the century. The Carlsbad irrigation district assumed
regponsbility for the costs associated with providing additiond irrigetion weter, while the federd
government took on the flood control and dam safety expenses, the vast share of the project’s cost. The
project was authorized in 1972; construction began in 1984, and the dam completed in 1987.% With
the solution to the region’ s long-standing water problems under construction, few questioned the
viability of traditional endeavor until economic changes forced the entire region to scramble for new
drategies.

The decline of the potash industry was a severe blow to the region’s aspirations. In November
1967, U.S. Borax and Chemica Company closed its refinery near Loving, sending the regiond
economy into atailspin. At the height of post-war prosperity — before the combination of the Vietham
War, which drained the federa treasury and nationa enthusiasm, and the OPEC oil embargo, which
dramatically raised energy prices, sent inflation spirdling and created a condition called “ stagflation” —
Carlsbad endured a mini-depresson that shook the community and the region. Guano mining had
dready declined precipitoudy since even the doldrums of the 1930s. During the 1950s and 1960s, the
Park Service obtained a number of the remaining holdings from disinterested owners. As guano fell from
prominence, potash rose; during the 1955-1956 fiscal years, the industry, centered in Carlsbad,
produced nearly 15.5 million tons of the minerd vaued a dmost $61 million. In 1962, the one-millionth
railroad cer filled with potash left Carlsbad. At its peak, potash employed four thousand peoplein
southeastern New Mexico. The 1967 closure portended a difficult future. The impact was so rgpid and
dramatic that the 1970 census showed a decrease in the population of Carlsbhad to 21,297 people, afall
of more than 4,000 from the 1960 numbers. Although traditional economic endeavor continued to
play asgnificant role, after 1967 the region sought to attract other forms of economic activity.
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In this new formulation of economic activity, Carlsbad Caverns Nationd Park played a crucia
role. In the late 1960s and 1970s, it retained a powerful capability to draw vigtorsto it — before and
during the culturd revolution that changed American tastes— and some of those visitors became new
town residents. As the community focused on tourism as a source of employment and retireesas a
congtituency for locasto serve, a new Carlsbad took shape — one dominated by motels and medica
facilities. Among Sun Belt communities, Carlsbad began to experience the transformations of the 1980s
more than a decade in advance of the eection of Ronald Reagan.

The park took the lead in changing the culture of the region to service-oriented activities, as
occurred in many parts of the country that experienced smilar change. The Park Service had long been
an innovator in service activities; its programs set the nationa standard for American travelers before the
fragmenting of nationa culture that began during the late 1960s. At Carlsbad Caverns, interpretation and
vigitor services had been in place for more than thirty years. The park westhered the Rock of Ages
controversy and by 1960 offered aformdized, educationa program designed to provide visitors with an
experience that was both awe-inspiring and intelectudly sgnificant. Vistor amenities met the typicaly
gringent rules and regulations of the agency, providing qudity service. Carlsbad Caverns became the
bellwether in the region, the service to which other offerings were compared — and typicaly found
wanting.

By the 1960s, Carlsbad Caverns could boast a comprehensive trail system paved to
accommodate the demands of post-war vistors. From the earliest trails laid by Jm White and the first
Park Service congtruction efforts such as the entrance stairway built in 1925 — typicdly dirt walkways
and wooden stairways — the Park Service gradudly but consstently upgraded the cavern’strails. The
Park Service handled most of the work. PWA and CCC workers and others performed occasiona
tasks, but the largest share fell to agency employees. By 1929, the Park Service used professiona staff
to engineer itstrall development. Accurate surveys and grades lessened the dope and the difficulty of
descent. In 1930, atunnd at the entrance that permitted a more gradua descent replaced the entrance
gairway. The remainder of the 1930s was largely devoted to smaller projects. After World War 11, the
modern trail system began to take shape. Efforts to remove the remaining wooden stairways and lessen
the grades continued, and between 1951 and 1953, paving of the pathways followed. In 1954 and
1955, the elevators were ingtalled, and cavern seating areas were congtructed. In 1963, a 1,000- person
rock amphithester for summer bat flight spectators was completed at the natura entrance. By then,
visitors could fed that the caverns were accommodating in away they had not previoudy been.®

¥ Donald R. Standiford, “ The Development of the Cavern Trail System and Other Visitor Facilitiesin
Carlsbad Caverns,” unpublished manuscript, Carlsbad Caverns National Park Library.
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The cavern lunchroom, 750 feet below the surface, provided an example of the agency’ s ability
to work with licensed concessionaires. Jm White established a lunch stop on his early tours, but before
the establishment of the monument people ate wherever they chose. They carried lunches with them,
often packed by Carlsbad restaurants. The water they drank dripped into wooden casks White placed
in judicious locations, and cave pools often provided additiond drinking water. By 1928, thirsty vistors
nearly drained Devil’ s Spring, and the Park Service piped water there to accommodate the growing
number of visitors. The Park Service began to pipein water and ingdled a drinking fountain to relieve
the pressure on cavern resources. In 1927, the Cavern Supply Company was organized and the
fallowing year it began to offer the famed box Iunches familiar to two generations of travelersin the
origind lunchroom at the north end of the caverns, . In 1929, the lunchroom was relocated to its present
location, next to the elevator shaft and directly below the visitor center. On February 9, 1937, Jm
White, who resigned from the Park Service in 1929, opened a booth in the new lunchroom for sdlling
postcards and his memoirs, and he remained as long as his hedlth alowed.® In this setting the Park
Service was able to assess closdly the services that visitors received and monitor the costs. Despite
occasiond disagreements it was an idedl arrangement, one in which the Park Service and the
concessionaires had mutua goas and could agree upon the most satisfactory course of action.

Nationa Park Service firmly held control inside the park, but it extended not an inch beyond its
boundaries, where White' s City sat. Like many early tourism entrepreneurs, Charlie White was a
character who did anything he could to attract vistors and entice them to stay. More than thirty
billboards dotted the roads to White' s City, each announcing a different attraction. White opened the
“Million Dallar Museum,” full of hundreds of butter molds, typewriters, bear traps, roller skates,
buttons, shoes, posicards, and other implements of daily life. The rattles of amost one-hundred
rattlesnakes stood dongside anima horns and heads, doll houses, and other curiosities. A two-headed
rattlesnake and a two- headed turtle once graced the museum, and the head of the twelfth-largest moose
ever shot in Wyoming remains. Kiss-o-meters, an arcade device that used an individua’ s handshake to
rate their puckering style and ability, offered a diversion.*® Road travelers might not be awed by White's
City, but they were likely to be amused.

White' s City posed problems for the Park Service. Like Ralph Henry Cameron’s hotel and
camp and the Kolb Brothers' studio at the Grand Canyon, it was outside of agency reach, but White's
City played an important role in shaping how people regarded the caverns. The fact that

% Standiford, “ The Development of the Cavern Trail System and Other Visitor Facilitiesin Carlsbad
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White shared the same last name as the unrelated Jm White, who served as Chief Guide at the caverns
until June 26, 1929, also hindered the Park Service' s efforts to create a respectable image for Carlsbad
Caverns Nationa Park. The collection of kitsch outside the park somehow intimated that what was
indde it was not sacred. The lunchroom on the cavern floor, while convenient, also accentuated the
sense of the caves as profane space, part and parcel of the modern world.

The relationship between White' s City and Carlsbad Cavernsillustrated an always problematic
Stuation for the Park Service after automobiles became a primary means of conveyance for park
vigtors. how to assure the quaity of experience when the Park Service did not control the people and
fadilities that offered service. At the Grand Canyon, control had been accomplished by moving the train
depot closer to the “appropriate’ facilities, but that was whenrail passengers comprised the
overwheming mgority of visitors. With automobiles and roads, parks such as the Grand Canyon
experienced the same situation as did Carlsbad Caverns. With myriad way's to approach the park and
many choices among places to stop on the way, visitors became subject to influences that combined to
undermine the impact of the park’ s message.

Asit did in countless other Situations, the Park Service used its vast resources to bring outside
operators within its fold gradudly. Agency officids worked with Charlie White to achieve mutualy
beneficid agreementsthat both furthered White' s goas and upheld Park Service sandards. In the
process, the Park Service way became the measure of service endeavor in the Carlsbad area. In 1961,
when the ten-millionth visitor entered the caverns, Park Service officials could point to their activities as
amgor linchpin of the region. The work of the agency anticipated change, as service endeavor became
an increasingly larger part of the regiona economy. The loud protestsin 1968, when the Department of
the Interior announced plans to close the caverns two days aweek in an economy measure on the hedls
of the decline in the potash industry, illustrated how important tourism had become.®’

The connection to the bigger cave in Lechuguilla Cave made Memoria Day weekend 1986
further highlighted the shift. The cave had been discovered in 1914 and was known in the fashion of
most caves for the better part of the century, but in the 1980s, the connection to the larger portion made
it something new, an unexplored cave that spoke to the cultura needs of a culture that placed a premium
on fresh experience. Lechuguillawas mined for guano by John Ogle, Cad Ogle, and C. Whitfidd, who
camed it in 1914, but it had falen from scrutiny.

3 «Two-Day Caverns Closing Ordered,” Carlsbad Current-Argus, November 22, 1968; “Caverns Closed at
Carlshad Two Days aWeek,” El Paso Times, November 23, 1968; “ Cavernsto be Open Seven Days a Week,” El
Paso Times, December 21, 1968; “ Cargo Reports Carlsbad to Open for Seven Days,” El Paso Times, February 27,
1969; The Capitan Reef 4 (Spring 1996):12.
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Occasiond foraysinto the cave occurred, but few people took any notice; one group labeled the cave
“Misary Hole” after a 1950s trip. The cave drew little attention until 1974, when cave researcher David
Jagnow reported the possibility of alarger room benegth the known bottom of the cave. During the late
1970s, a number of Park Service and Cave Research Foundation expeditions explored the cave,
bringing it to the attention of cavers and the public.® In this sense, Lechuguilla Cave was discovered —
reclaimed really from obscurity — and made into a symbol of authentic experience.

Lechuguilla Cave became areflection of the culture of wilderness. This phenomenon grew in
popularity and Sze in the aftermath of the technological revolution that made serious outdoor activity
more accessible to people, and it became a marker of individudity and status in an age of mass
consumption. Lechuguilla Cave came to stand for beauty and mystery, for the awe the paved main
cavern no longer inspired in everyone. Noted outdoor writer Tim Cahill made clear that ditinction: “I
am in the heart of the newest wonder of theworld,” he wrote in National Geographic. “Like the
Grand Canyon, Lechuguillais overwheming. Experienced cavers (the only kind that can ded with
Lechuguilla s demands) are immediately dazzled.” When Cahill likened his experience to that of Lewis
and Clark, NPS cave specidist Ron Kerbo, who became the park’ s second cave specidist in 1976,
responded: “you know, | used to use that andlogy mysdlf. But then | redized that everywhere Lewis and
Clark went, there were people. Exploring Lechuguillais entirdly different. No one's ever been in those
virgin passages. It's Neil Armstrong stuff.”*

The contrast between the perception of Lechuguillaand New Cave, “discovered” in Saughter
Canyon in the 1930s, showed the range of distance from the mainstream a park like Carlshad Caverns
could contain. After agoat herder named Tom Tucker sumbled across New Cave, the Ogle Mining
Company clamed it ad after afew studies, in 1943 began to mine its guano. The operation generated
few pogtive results a atime when the demand for guano was low, and mining continued intermittently
until the late 1950s. By the late 1940s, the cave had become an attraction; the festure film King
Solomon’ s Mines was filmed there in 1950. In 1954, miners found the bones of a previoudy
unrecorded species of a bat that carbon dating indicated was more than 17,800 years old. In 1957, the
cave yielded camel bones, and deer and bison

¥ n.a., “Capsule History of LechuguillaCave,” ca 1989, Carlsbad Caverns National Park Library; Tim Cahill,
“The Splendors of Lechuguilla Cave,” National Geographic 179 3 (March 1991): 34-58.

% cahill, The Splendors of LechuguillaCave,” 56-58.

209



210 Carlshad Cavernsin the Post-War Era

bones, dong with stone blades and pottery fragments were al found. Y et New Cave never set off a
rush to explore comparable to Lechuguilla, nor did it seem to represent a new experience for the public.
The Park Service preserved New Cave as an primitive underground experience, cdling it the “ Saughter
Canyon Cave’ and providing an activity that resembled spelunking for awider swath of the public that
could generdly engage in the sport.*® Lechuguilla Cave represented authentic experience; the older, less
gpectacular New Cave only smulated it.

The interest in Lechuguilla Cave spoke to red American needs. By the 1980s, young Americans
especidly craved experience that others could not imitate. Spelunking met the criteria. Although it had
always been a specidized experience, it possessed all the features that people who sought to prove
themsdlves sought; it was, as Kerbo noted, “Nell Armstrong stuff” — unrepestable, impossible to
package, and too difficult for mogt. In a culture sold on the cult of experience that had already packaged
Mount Everest to the unprepared for the sum of $65,000 per head, Lechuguilla Cave had tremendous
apped.** It remained authentic, “real,” not susceptible to the corruption of the maingtream.

In this, Lechuguilla Cave remained a specidized activity, gpart from the developing norms of
persona expression in American society — what can be caled the “ Xtreme Games’ syndrome — but
equally apart of the culture of tourism, tied to the very roots of the Carlsbad Caverns experience. To an
observer, the descriptions of Lechuguilla Cave mirrored those of the discovery and popularization of
Carlshad Cavernsin the 1920s and 1930s. Here was a spectacular wonder, a place far from the
ordinary thet reflected Americans desires. Here was a place to which people could aspire, intdllectualy
if not physically, that suggested that there were mysteries till to be uncovered and explored evenin a
time when humans walked on the moon and technology alowed both the processing of billions of bytes
of information per second and pictures of theingde of the living human body. Humanity could know and
maybe even understand, Lechuguilla Cave seemed to say, but it could not conquer al.

Lechuguilla Cave was aso an important part of the continuing economic reliance on tourism in
the region. As an attraction, the existence of the cave again elevated Carlsbad Caverns, providing a new
attraction that drew people to previous ones aswell. With articlesin National Geographic magazine,
and a parade of spelunkers who sought to explore this exciting new find, Lechuguilla Cave offered much
to the region. The increasing prominence of tourism after 1970, especidly in the aftermath of the demise
of the potash industry, made L echuguilla Cave an important component in the trangition from regiond
production economies to their service successors.*

“n. a, “History of New Cave,” n.d., Carlsbad Caverns National Park Library; Renee Rubin, “Bat Guano
Mining Near Carlsbad: A Former Miner Remembers an Unusua Venture,”
PUB

“ Jon Krakauer, Into Thin Air: A Personal Account of the Mt. Everest Disaster (NY: Villard, 1997).

“2U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, “Final: Dark Canyon Environmental |mpact
Statement,” (Roswell: Bureau of Land Management, 1993), 1-1-3-46.
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To observers of the regiond scene, the trangition to service economies and tourism made sense.
Since Anglo settlement in the nineteenth century, the region had relied on one panacea after another.
Ranching, irrigated agriculture, guano, oil and gas, and potash al promised prosperity and success, all
provided it and the hope for the future that came with dreams — at least temporarily. The shift to
service activities such as tourism followed the same pattern. Carlsbad became interested in “retirees and
rest homes,” loca observer and historian Jed Howard noted, succinctly defining the parameters of the
changing economy, and the numbers bore him out. Although visitation at Carlsbad Caverns Nationa
Park continued a fluctuation of about 100,000 vigtors annudly, ranging from 672, 960 in 1980 to
781,963 in 1982 and a peak of 792,398 in 1989 before faling to 679,450 in 1991, in 1990 tourism
employed more Eddy County workers than did minerd extraction. Aswastypicd, dl forms of tourist
endeavor paid employess far less then did the shrinking manufacturing and mining sectors® To many,
tourism and service indeed appeared to be a sink to which the regiond productive economy had
descended.

This new businessfidld aso provided alook at a different future, one being Smultaneoudy
pioneered in Smilar communities. The shift to service meant digpatching with older ideas and the ways of
living that attended them. It often meant giving up the crestion of atangible product for something
intangible, the production of vauable minerdsfor avistor’s thankful word as proof of accomplishment.
For many, schooled in this older American from of endeavor, the trangition was hard. For younger
people, especidly as the 1980s began, this new form was dl they knew.

The new pillar in this setting was the same one that had underpinned the region snce early in the
twentieth century: the federa government. In 1973, the Department of Energy (DOE) came to Carlshad
looking for a radioactive waste disposa Ste, filling the enormous gap eft in the community by the
decline of potash. Since the days of irrigated agriculture, most regiona economic activities had some
sort of federa underpinning; athough only the park and the adjoining Lincoln Nationa Forest seemed
overtly federd. The energy agency’s presence of the 1970s pointed to a more complicated future.
Cynics could charge that the DOE looked for communities in distress as locations for its activities, but in
troubled economic times it remained awelcome addition anywhere in the West. In the Carlsbad area,
the arrival of DOE had the additiond effect of fusing the region’s past and charting the nation’s future.

This new and vishle federd presence had at least one significant drawback: its payroll came
closdly attached to the issue of hazardous waste disposa. After 1945, the use of products that
generated hazardous waste escalated with remarkable speed, generating widespread concern about
pollution in American society. By the 1960s, a backlash against the downside of industrigization began
in earnest. Rachel Carson’s Slent Spring, which chronicled the impact of awiddy used pesticide,
DDT, on hirds and other species, awvakened the public, and the modern environmental movement took

8 Jed Howard, “ Carlsbad Chronology,” July 2, 1987, Carlsbad Public Library, Carlsbad, New Mexico; New
Mexico Department of Labor, “Non-Agricultural Employment, Wages, and weekly earnings, 1990,” (Santa Fe: New
Mexico Department of Labor, 1990); New Mexico Economic Development Department, 1991, “Eddy County Tourism,
1990,” (Santa Fe: New Mexico Economic Development Department, 1991).
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shape, replete with opposgitiond politics and a strong distrust for government pronouncements. At its
urging and with the support of much of the public, government and industry began to address the
problem of technologica prosperity. In this mix, waste digposal and the management and containment of
itsimpact became mgjor issues™

Much of the West remained in federd hands, subject to calous treatment by federal decison
makers. A range of nuclear, and chemicd facilities, many tied to the military, abounded. Beginning
during World Wer |1, radioactive materid in Los Alamos, New Mexico, and Hanford, \Washington,
became an important component of the nationd arsena. After the war the widespread presence of
military bases and ingtdlations as the nation moved toward nuclear power assured that dangerous
meaterids were everywhere. Civilian atomic power gpplications increased, and the nation began to ook
for places to store low- and high-level waste from both civilian and military use permanently.*

New Mexico and Carlshad had been part of the history of nuclear testing even before the
efforts to site repositories began. On December 10, 1961, as part of the Eisenhower-era Atoms for
Peace program and under the rubric of “Plowshares,” the test detonation of an atomic device took
place outside Carlsbad. Thistest was supposed to pave the way for the use of nuclear explosions for
peaceful civilian purposes. Although the people of the region were initialy less than enthusiastic about an
underground nuclear explosion in their backyard, the local newspaper supported the project as an
economic boon for the area. As did many such issues, nuclear testing split the growth codition — those
in the community who stood to benefit from economic development — from everyone dse, especidly
those who felt comfortable and secure in their existing economic niches. Potash mine owners feared the
blast would collgpse their mines, farmers thought that nuclear falout would damage their crops, and
motel owners and NPS officids recognized that the exploson might deter tourists. Government studies
addressed those concerns, promising that no fallout would occur. After athree-year hiatusin atomic
testing ended in 1961, Carlshad took the lead as the location of the first atomic test for peaceful
purposes. The bomb was detonated 1,200 feet below ground in an ancient salt deposit a noon on
December 10, 1961, the 3.1 kiloton blast creating a cavity 150 feet in diameter and 75 feet high.*

* Hal K. Rothman, The Greening of a Nation? Environmentalismin the United States Since 1945 (NY:
Harcourt Brace, 1997), 170-196.

*n.a,“N. M. Atom Blast is set for Dec. 10,” El Paso Herald, December 2, 1961; Frank Morgan, “ Salt
Deposit Aids Test of Bomb Near Carlsbad,” El Paso Herald, December 6, 1961; Vaerie Kuletz, ; Peter Hales, Atomic
Spaces, ; Michele S. Gerber, On the Homefront: The Cold War Legacy of the Hanford (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Pres, 1992); Hal K. Rothman, On Rims and Ridges: The Los Alamos Area Since 1880 (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1992).

% « Expert Says Plan Gnome Won't Hurt, Mine, Oil Area,” Carlsbad Current-Argus, September 11, 1958; Bill
Becker, “Gnome A-Blast All Set,” El Paso Times, December 10, 1961; US AEC, “Project Ghome: Part of the U.S.
Atomic Energy Commission’s Plowshare Program for Peaceful Uses,” (Albuquerque: US AEC, 1961), 1-9; n. a,,
Projects Gnome and Sedan: The Plowshare Program (Washington, D.C.: Nuclear defense Agency, 1973), 1-33;
Frank Keith and Catherine B. Wren, The Nuclear Impact: A Case Study of the Plowshare Programto Provide Gas by
Underground Nuclear Stimulation in the Rocky Mountains (Boulder: Westview Press, 1976); Richard G. Hewlett
and Jack Holl, Atoms for Peace and War, 1953-1961: Eisenhower and the Atomic Energy Commission (Berkeley:
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The blast created another image for Carlshad, different from the place of underground wonders
that the community had long promoted. After the blast, Carlsbad became part of the nationa wasteland,
one of the places that could be sacrificed so that the rest of the country could be safe — firg from the
Soviet threst of the Cold War and later from the threst of contamination from its own toxic wastes.
Carlsbad developed alove-hate relationship with federal dominance, as did southern Nevada, which
endured more than 100 aboveground and countless below ground nuclear tests. Both tourist attraction
and national sacrifice zone, the region around Carlsbad had been softened for further federd entreaties
by the acceptance of Project Gnome.

In the later process of seeking locations for waste repositories, federad agencies and waste-
producing contractors looked for specific characteristics. These typically included rural locations in need
of an economic boost, and a prior federa presence. Both the nationa park and Project Ghome
provided a context for further federd presence, and the 1961 blast and the 1975 siting of a$100 million
uranium processing plant near Carlsbad indicated loca familiarity and maybe even acceptance of the
risksinherent in awaste repository.”” In the search for a place to store nuclear waste, Carlsbad had
many desrable traits. Only the characterization of a site as safe for hazardous waste storage held up the
determination that the Carlsbad area was suited to house a nuclear waste repository.

Sdt formations such as those near Carlsbad were desirable locations for storing nuclear waste.
These sdlt beds tended to be found in geologicaly stable area generaly freed of earthquakes, and as
early as 1950 the Nationd Academy of Sciences pronounced geologically stable formations such as
deep st beds asided locations for long-term storage of waste materias. Throughout the 1960s,
scouting for locations went on, especidly in places such as the Permian Uplift, which were known to
have sdt formations. Sandia Nationd Laboratory in Albuquerque took alead role in the search for a
gtein New Mexico, looking at southeastern New Mexico in the 1970s, as regiona economic doldrums
muted much possible opposition. On October 2, 1980, the U.S. Congress gpproved initia funding for a
project caled the Waste I solation Pilot Program (WIPP), to be located twenty-six miles east of
Carlsbad. The facility was designed to be an experiment that would determine whether low-leve nuclear
wadgte from the production of nuclear wegpons could be safely stored in sdlt beds. This category of
waste conssted of clothes, tools, rags, and items contaminated with small quantities of radioactive
dements, typically plutonium.*®

The search for alocation for federa nuclear waste coincided with efforts to Site repositories for
avilian and military high-level nuclear waste, and toxic waste of various kinds and other hazardous
byproducts of indudridization. By the mid-1970s, American attitudes toward nuclear power had

University of California Press, 1989).
*" Mike Stepanovich, “NM Will Get $100 Million Uranium Plant,” El Paso Times, October 10, 1975.
* Sandia L aboratories, Draft Environmental Impact Statement for Waste I solation Pilot Plant, Eddy

County, New Mexico (Albuguerque: Sandia L aboratories, 1977), 1-4-1-10.
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passed from suspicion to dread; the crisis a Three Mile Idand in Pennsylvania ended American
confidence in the nuclear power industry. The public did not differentiate between waste storage and
nuclear power production. With enormous quantities of waste scattered around the country, effortsto
consolidate them in permanent and safe repositories began to take shape.®

Issues of Sting quickly descended to questions of palitics and privation. The federa high-leve
waste Siting process focused on three locations, but in amove engineered by U.S. Sen. Bennett
Johngton of Louisiana, in 1987 atention centered only on Y ucca Mountain, Nevada. A pattern in Sting
became clear: poor, rurd places were singled out as were urban communities with rdatively low levels
of education and community organization, especidly if they were dominated by people who tended to
passively accept authority. ™ This |eft large sections of the Southwest vulnerable — especialy
southeastern New Mexico and the trans-Pecos, where typicaly sparse population and economic need
went hand in hand.

In both Texas and New Mexico, atempts to site hazardous or nuclear waste storage facilities
focused on the remote and the poverty-stricken areas. In 1989, Texas planned to continue to build a
low-leve nuclear waste dump near Fort Hancock in Hudspeth County, about fifty miles east of El Paso,
despite considerable evidence that the area could be subject to an earthquake that might destabilize the
dtorage facility. The site dso appeared to fdl within the 100-year flood plain. In 1995, the Mescalero
Apaches narrowly defested a proposal to store nuclear fue rods on their Tularosareservation
temporarily. Wendell Chino, who led the Mesca eros since the early 1950s, supported the plan for the
hundreds of millions of dollars he expected to receive for the tribe. Chino championed Indian
sovereignty, and in his more than forty years of leadership, produced arecord of success. His projects
ranged from the Inn of the Mountain Gods (with an artificia lake that New Mexico authorities never
sanctioned), Ski Apache, abingo parlor, and numerous cases in which he demongtrated tribal
sovereignty in contravention of state desires. From Chino's point of view, nuclear fud rod storage was
smply another form of economic development. The Mescaero peopl€' s objection to that idea saved an
enormous fight that the state of New Mexico would have been hard pressed to win.**

The congelation of power and profit lined up behind the hazardous waste Siting industry
guaranteed that no dump proposal ever redly died. Most dipped into abeyance as proponents waited
for amore propitious moment. By 1996, at least three low-level dumps were planned for west Texas,
prompting Sierra Blanca store owner Bill Addington to call the proposals an attempt to “turn West
Texasinto anationd toilet.” Opponents rdlied, headed by the Sierra Blanca Legd Defense Fund

* Sandia L aboratories, Draft Environmental |mpact Statement for Waste I solation Pilot Plant, Eddy
County, New Mexico, 1-10-1-14; Rothman, The Greening of a Nation?, 190-94.

* Jeff Wheelwright, “For Our Nuclear Waste, there's Gridlock on the Road to the Dump,” Smithsonian, 40-
49; Rothman, The Greening of a Nation?.

*! Stephen Schmidt, “Natives and Nuke-Junk,” November 13, 1991, Environmental News Service 2 #138; Bill
Hume, “ Apache V ote Spared State, Chino aFight,” Albuquerqgue Journal February 6, 1995, A-8; Ramon
Bracamontes, “ Texas Would Build Dump on Quake Site,” El Paso Times, April 27, 1989.
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(SBLDF). In November 1996, twenty-one opponents of the dump were certified as officid participants
in ahearing. Early in 1997, res stance seemed strong and ready, but the forces arrayed in favor of the
dump possessed considerable power and influence as well.>

On the Mescd ero reservation, the monitored storage proposal promoted by Chino made a
comeback. After avote that defeated the proposal, Fred Kaydahzinne, the housing director on the
reservation, initiated a vigorous petition drive that forced a second balot, in which advocates of the
dump prevailed. Opponents charged that the petition drive was fraudulent because Kaydahzinne s office
controlled more than 60 percent of the housing on the reservation and people felt compelled to sign the
petition. Plans proceeded as opponents mustered energy and resources for another long battle.>

Efforts to Ste a nuclear waste dump in southeastern New Mexico and the trans- Pecos
continued along-standing economic pattern, the search for outside panacea; only its form had become
more dangerous. Since the turn of the twentieth century, a series of panaceas had come to the region.
Each in time was reveded as inadequate to fulfill economic or psychic needs of the area. Worse, the
nuclear waste dumps perpetuated colonid patterns that infuriated resdents. The federd waste to be
stored at WIPP and on the Mescalero reservation came from all across the country. Thirty-three
utilities, mostly on the East Coag, initidly subscribed for the Mescalero Site. The waste dated for West
Texas storage originated on the East Coast aswell. The converse of extractive indudtries, effortsto site
such projects could be called “injections’ to an unwilling region. Oppodite in direction, they had the
same effect: they placed southeastern New Mexico and the trans- Pecos at a disadvantage to the
outsde.

This backdrop complicated questions of park management and economic development in the
region. The park provided a benign counterpart, one that, some argued inadvertently opened the region
to other sometimes malevolent entregties. The Stuation offered a reprise of the tensgons of the turn of the
century, of the public-private, East-West fissure that once threatened to break the nation apart. In the
1990s, regiond interdependence was a foregone conclusion. The issues centered not on whether the
outside would affect southeastern New Mexico, but in what ways that impact would occur and on the
kind of input locals would retain into decisions that affected their future. For the National Park Service,
this created a genuine dilemma— how to manage park resourcesin a climate in which the actions of
other federa agencies created animosities toward federa endeavors. The Park Service was compelled
to find a path through a complicated maze.

°2 J Truman, “ Battle for Texas Nuke Dump,” September 26, 1996; J Truman, “ Desol ate Real Estate — Critical
National Importance,” January 12, 1997, (Pocatello, ID: Downwinders Inc., 1997); SierraBlanca Legal Defense Fund:
Update 2 2 (Fall 1996).

% John Sterling, “Mescalero Dump Blocked . . . and Reborn,” Earth Island Journal Summer 1995,
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